
ALL SAINT’S DAY, 2016    Light 

 Did some of you see about the bear that was hanging out in a tree by the Radisson 

Hotel in Duluth this past week?   It made the local news and got featured in the 

newspaper and Facebook postings and such. We don’t exactly expect bears to be active 

within Duluth, although Phil and I have actually seen two in the last several months, one 

hanging out around Chester Creek, and one running through our back yard on its way to 

somewhere else.  That gave me a little bit of a concerned feeling, as we do regularly put 

our little wiener dog outside in the back yard.  I know black bears don’t normally eat 

wiener dogs, but you never know, right?  Last week’s bear, coming on the heels of 

Halloween, reminded me of a story I heard about Halloween as celebrated in the town of 

Churchhill, in Manitoba, Canada.  As you likely know, the world “Halloween” is a 

shortening of All Hallow’s Eve, the night before All Hallow’s Day or All Saint’s Day. 

Halloween, all Hallow’s Eve, was this past Monday, and All Saint’s Day was actually 

this past Tuesday. But we traditionally celebrate this festival on the first Sunday in 

November, regardless of the actual date on which it falls.  Nevertheless, as their names 

imply, Halloween and All Saint’s Day have a connection between them, and I thought 

about that connection when I heard this Canadian Halloween bear story.   The story is a 

true account of what Halloweens are like in the town of Churchhill.  As it happens, 

Churchhill, Manitoba lies in close proximity to the largest denning area of polar bears in 

the world.  Polar bears, as you know, are scarier bears than our black or brown bears, in 

regards to the likelihood of any kind of aggression towards people. The people of 

Churchhill wanted their children to enjoy the fun of trick or treating, but they also wanted 

them to be safe from polar bear attacks, a very real threat for them on these dark, cold 



evenings.  So, the community got together and came up with some ideas for how 

Halloween could be fun and safe.  They decided that on Halloween, no child may wear a 

costume that is white—no ghosts or brides or nurses and certainly no polar bear 

costumes, in order to avoid confusion with bears.   The children also are forbidden to go 

dressed as seals, as you might imagine (seals being polar bears favorite snack).  And the 

conservation officers patrol the town that evening with tranquilizer dart guns, in case they 

need them.  But the real goal here is prevention; they want to keep the bears away from 

town that night rather than have showdowns with them.  They discovered the best way to 

accomplish this was to form a circle of light around the town.  So, on Halloween night, 

every ambulance, every fire truck, every tow truck, any vehicle with big flashing lights 

forms a long line that curves around the town, and is a part of a circle of light that 

surrounds the community.  The light keeps the danger at bay. 

 I love this story, and to me it seems the perfect metaphor for the communion of 

saints.  Remember the song, “will the circle be unbroken?”  For us today, that circle is the 

community of believers, in earth, on heaven, those alive all around the world, and those 

who have died in faith.  Lutherans always speak of any believer as a saint and sinner 

simultaneously.  So today we’re not celebrating and remembering just those remarkably 

holy people who somehow rarely sinned; today we remember and celebrate people of 

faith who have and did and will sin, who were imperfect and flawed, but who kept the 

faith.  And we have the faithful audacity to claim that even those such folks who have 

died are still a part of our circle of saints, our community of believers, because we claim 

the promise of God that through grace, we are gifted with resurrected life.  And so around 

the world and embracing earth and heaven, we are part of this communion, this circle.  It 



is a circle of light.  Truly, it’s amazing how much light some people bring into our world.  

Today would be an ideal day to spend some time in thankful prayer for those people God 

has placed in our lives who really let their light shine in and around us, pointing us 

towards the grace of God and leaving the world a brighter place for their presence here.  

These people, like we ourselves, are a part of this circle, and this circle of light sustains 

us, comforts us, and embraces us, keeping at bay the fears and dangers of our world.   

 Today we make a point of remembering those in that circle of light who have died 

this past year.  Many of you know one, many or all of those whose names are on our list 

of 5 this year.  Many also know of someone whose name is not on that list, but who was 

dear to them and died this past year.  And all such ones who are well loved and who have 

left this realm are deeply missed and grieved.  Which is as it should be…..sad though it is 

to grieve, wouldn’t it be much more sad if we didn’t care enough to remember, honor and 

grieve those we’ve loved and lost?  Today gives us that opportunity. 

I recently had two rather jarring encounters with the death of someone I knew, 

and I imagine many of you know exactly what I mean.  The first was about a month ago 

when my eyes randomly flit past the obituary section of the Duluth News Tribune on the 

way to somewhere else, when I was pulled up short.  Because I saw the name and picture 

of Terrie Fossum, and I knew that Terrie wasn’t dead!  She was the 71 year old wife of a 

retired pastor, Bill Fossum, and they live in Lakeside and we’ve been to each other’s 

homes now and then.  I had seen her out walking not too long before.  She wasn’t even 

sick, as far as I knew.  It was ridiculous that she would be in the obituary section, but 

there she was:  definitely her name, her picture, a description of her life.  I don’t know 

how long it took me to convince myself that this wasn’t some mistake.  Sudden death 



often leaves that kind of disbelief:  how can this be so, we wonder?  While long drawn 

out illnesses and death exact a particular kind of painful cost, sudden deaths leave us 

gasping for breath.  

The second such jarring experience was when I learned from a Facebook posting 

of a seminary friend that another mutual seminary friend had died.  This was a woman 

like me, a pastor, a wife and mother, around my age.  I hadn’t even known she was sick, 

but I learned she’d had a rare form of cancer and had died unexpectedly sooner than 

anticipated.  Just couldn’t wrap my mind around that one. .  It’s particularly scary when 

people of one’s own age begin to fall prey to illness and death.   If our peers are dying, 

then what does that say for us?   

There is no doubt that death alarms and saddens us.  Both of these women were so 

full of the light of God and of grace and of the joy of living; how could their lights be 

extinguished like that?  And why, oh why, did they die earlier than we might think they 

should have?  So often we face these very issues of doubt, disbelief, anger, and grief.  

The older we get, the more often we face them, and it’s especially scary when the 

generation that used to be the buffer between ourselves and death goes away.   Even the 

death of those we haven’t seen recently or those we know from a distance can be of 

surprising weight for us, to say nothing of those deaths of those we knew and loved 

intimately and saw often.  Wives, husbands, mothers, fathers, siblings, friends, even 

children---all of these losses we sometimes must face and grieve.  Grieving is a part of 

our human experience.  Sometimes for months or even years, it is the predominant part of 

our experience.  Grieving is different for each person.  It can involve sadness, anger, 

guilt, weariness.  It is terribly hard work to grieve, it takes so much of our energy.  This 



time of year feelings of grief may have a particular intensity to them.  I think that’s partly 

because of what we are seeing in the natural world around us.  “November is nature’s 

funeral”, one of my friends likes to say.  There can certainly be something melancholy 

and rather primeval about these longer nights and shorter days, the bare branches of trees, 

the shifting from summer and early autumn’s bright colors to a palette chiefly of browns 

and grays.  No doubt that’s why both our pagan and Christian forebears associated this 

time of year with death and remembrance; that’s why Halloween and All Saint’s Day 

come when they do.  If it’s easy to see signs of hope and life in the springtime, it’s also 

easy to see signs of dying and decay in the autumn.   

And not only does nature conspire to intensify grief right around now; the coming 

of the “holiday season” also does so.  So many of us have dear associations of family and 

friends in conjunction with Thanksgiving and Christmas time, and that empty chair at the 

table can certainly make our hearts and spirits heavy, just when we wish they’d be merry 

and bright.  But again, grief is its own entity, and we really can’t control it; we more have 

to respect it and move through it, at our own pace and in our own way.  And grief is a 

result of our willingness to love. Which is one of the greatest virtues we can have.   One 

grief counselor has written these words: “Grief never ends...but it changes. It's a passage, 

not a place to stay. Grief is not a sign of weakness, nor a lack of faith...it is the price of 

love."  

Certainly, a willingness to love leaves us vulnerable to loss and grief.  That’s not 

just our human reality; it’s the Divine reality, too.  Time and again, we see God’s grief 

throughout the Scriptures, and especially in Christ---who wept over Jerusalem’s 

abandonment of God, who wept over the death of his friend Lazarus; who wept in 



anguish in the Garden of Gesthemane and cried out in grief from the cross.  And we learn 

something from this God who weeps and grieves with us and for us.  We learn that God 

is not indifferent to our sorrow.  God is not aloof.  God grieves, too.  God’s heart breaks 

and God weeps, also.  Grief is not merely human; it is divine.  Our grief does not separate 

us from God, although we may feel isolated when we grieve.  But, grief is an experience 

that God knows and shares with us.  When we grieve, God grieves, too.  We never grieve 

alone.  

 That reality takes on flesh when we are grieving and the communion of saints—

that circle of light of which we are a part—grieves with us.  They become God’s arms 

around us in those times.  Ask someone who is grieving what has enabled them to go 

on—very likely they will say—my faith and the help and love I’ve received from family 

and friends and church and even, sometimes, from strangers.  Hugs are given, cards are 

sent, loaves of bread and casseroles are brought, listening ears and shoulders to cry on 

appear when needed.  That’s the circle of light, the communion of saints in action.  

Whether or not we’re all best friends, we share a community in Christ that rejoices and 

grieves together.  That makes each one of us a small, but significant part, of the vast 

communion of saints, that circle of light.   

 Light is a quality that is repeatedly and insistently associated with God; Christ 

Himself said “I am the Light of the World”.  The light of Christ is symbolized in the 

lighting of the paschal candle, the candle of resurrection. As you know, this candle is lit 

for every Holy Baptism which takes place here.  And part of the rite of Baptism includes 

the giving of a Baptismal candle, lit from the Paschal Candle, and presented with the 

words, “Let your light so shine before others, that they may give glory to God.”   We also 



light this Paschal Candle for every Sunday of the Easter season, the season of 

resurrection.  And for every funeral, when we are bold to claim the promise of 

resurrection and light in the face of death.  And we light it today.  I will use that flame to 

ignite our candlelighter, so that those who wish to light a candle in remembrance of 

someone who has died may do so.  Do you see this circle of light in play throughout our 

lives of faith, just in the movement of the flame of light for baptism, resurrection, and 

remembrance?  That circle of light that draws us together in faith, hope, and love and 

keeps at bay the dangers of the night and the dark?  That light which so generously is 

given by our Lord to all of us, every day of our lives, and which continues to lighten our 

journey through death to resurrection.  It is a dark season, but we are bound together in a 

circle of light,  a circle that keeps the dangers of the darkness away.  A circle in which the 

love and hope of resurrection faith brings strength and comfort.   There is no sorrow so 

great not darkness so impenetrable that God’s light doesn’t shine there.  Always, we are 

embraced by the light of the Lord.  Amen.  

  

   


